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and the New Testament witness to the leadership of the High
Priest. Josephus represents this dignitary as the guardian of
the laws, and tells us that he acted as judge in litigation and
cases of crime, and even as an arbiter for other courts in diffi-
cult cases.1 This is in harmony with the evidence of the New
Testament,2 and there is certainly no reason to waive this
evidence in favour of Rabbinical tradition.3 In point of fact
the first president of the Sanhedrin to take the title of nasi
was Rahbi Judah, who is supposed to have compiled the Mishnah
at the end of the second century a.d. The belief that it was
the High Priest who presided over the Sanhedrin gives a charac-
teristic touch to the picture of a governing body which corre-
sponds to what might have been expected of a people whose
whole life was centred in its religion.
The question of the scope of its power has given rise to a
good deal of discussion.4 There is no doubt that it was held
in great respect by all the Jews; the point is whether its
decisions were legally binding outside Palestine. Quite pos-
sibly during the rule of the procurators its legal validity was
confined to Palestine or even to the province over which the
procurator had power, but its moral authority was none the less
recognized outside—in Galilee for instance, or wherever there
were organized Jewish communities.5 It represented a great
spiritual force which to some extent counterbalanced the
material power of the alien rulers.
The Sanhedrin dealt with every problem that had any con-
nexion with religion, however remote. There were the offences
dealt with hy the Law, questions of marriage and divorce,
heretical opinions, genealogies, the calendar, and all those cases
on which it was often difficult to get a clear ruling, but which
were of great importance for the Jews.s It also acted as the
civil court for Jerusalem and as a court of appeal or arbitration
for the other toparchies.7 The general opinion is that it could
try criminal cases as well but could not pronounce the death
sentence without the sanction of the Roman governor.8 The
chief evidence for this is the Gospel accounts of the trial of
Jesus, particularly the perfectly definite statement which John
puts into the mouths of the Jews (xviii. 31), namely, ct It is not
lawful for us to put any man to death" But the opinion also
receives support from various other facts. For instance, we
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